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Emma Cullen is a qualified teacher, having graduated from the Professional Master of Education (Primary) in 
Marino Institute of Education in 2024. The research presented in this article was conducted as part of her the-
sis. She has a keen interest in Gaeilge, among other areas and helping children become confident language 
users is a priority of hers.  

INTRODUCTION 

With the implementation of the new Primary Language Curriculum (PLC) in 2019, adjustments have been made 
to the teaching and learning of Irish in primary schools in Ireland. Research has indicated that self-confidence 
plays an extremely significant role in language learning. However, to date, there has been limited investigation 
focusing on primary school students’ self-confidence in relation to their spoken Irish ability as a second language 
(DES, 2002, 2007; Harris et al., 2006). To address this gap, my study will examine sixth-class students’ level of 
self-confidence in relation to their spoken Irish ability as a second language, with motivation and engagement 
acting as indicators. This article incorporates the perspectives of a teacher and students in a case study format 
to examine their personal experience with the teaching and learning of Irish under the PLC (NCCA, 2019a). A 
discussion on the key findings from the literature are then presented. An in-depth case study of an English-
medium primary school was employed to explore sixth-class students and teacher’s perspectives of students’ 
self-confidence in speaking Irish with motivation and engagement acting as indicators. This study utilises play, 
content, and language integrated learning, as some of the ways to build confidence in students. Challenges 
faced by the researcher are discussed alongside ethical considerations. For example, this research has been 
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conducted on a small scale. These findings indicate an opportunity for further research into this area on a 
wider scale with involvement from a larger sample of participants to achieve a deeper understanding into 
their perspectives. This research aimed to investigate sixth-class students’ confidence and motivation to 
speak in Irish during lessons in English-medium schools through a case study. The following research 
questions guided this study: 

 
1. What are the effective principles of language learning according to the literature in relation to 

confidence? 
2. What does the Primary Language Curriculum (PLC) (NCCA, 2019a) do to highlight the central role of 

confidence in second language learning? 
3. What pedagogical approaches are being used to teach spoken Irish in primary schools that support and 

promote students’ self-confidence and motivation? 
 
This study aimed to explore both sixth-class students and their teachers’ perspectives of students’ self-
confidence in speaking Irish, with motivation and engagement being used as indicators of this. It focused on 
the first-hand, personal experiences of these groups. 
 
The study utilised a qualitative approach. Due to limitations, one school was used as a case study. Within the 
case study, a semi-structured interview with a sixth-class teacher and a focus group with five students from 
the class were conducted. Following this data collection, the information was analysed and explored under 
the themes of two different pedagogies and their impact on learning – play, and content and language 
integrated learning (CLIL). As well as this, the data will be analysed under the lens of student and teacher 
perspectives on motivation, engagement, and self-confidence. This paper will focus on the pedagogical 
aspect due to limited wordcount.  It will discuss this research under the headings of its context, 
methodology, and findings. This paper seeks to support Krashen’s (1984) Affective Filter Hypothesis as a key 
principle of language learning through student and teacher perspectives and demonstrate the benefits of 
using these pedagogies in order to support the development of students’ self-confidence in their spoken 
Irish. 

CONTEXT 

The benefits of learning second and additional languages can span a great many areas, including cognitive 
benefits, skill development, social engagement and can contribute to future employment (Jasim, 2021). In 
2019, the PLC was implemented in Irish primary schools. Th PLC outlines and explains the teaching and 
learning involved with both English and Irish. For the past nearly five years, this has been the curriculum that 
has been guiding teachers in developing students’ ability with the Irish language, with one section being 
dedicated to spoken Irish. With the most recent report into this area being in 2007, there is scope for 
further research in the area (DES, 2007). This research seeks to address the gap, specifically in the terms of 
the question if students feel they are confident in their spoken Irish by the end of primary school. 
The Affective Filter Hypothesis (AFH) 
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This study makes a strong connection to Krashen’s (1984) Affective Filter Hypothesis (AFH). The hypothesis 
suggests that people who experience anxiety or lack motivation and self-confidence can be hindered when 
learning a language (Krashen, 1984). Krashen makes the argument that, even if the information being passed 
on is comprehensible, it will not be absorbed if the affective filter is strong. Similarly, other scholars describe a 
variety of factors that impact on language learning such as motivation, anxiety, and self-confidence (Shao, Yu, 
& Ji, 2013; Baaqeel, 2020). When there is a lack of confidence, there is a reluctance to participate in activities 
that could show a persons’ skill level (Baaqeel, 2020). Cregan (2019, p.39) notes that the “competent 
language user” possesses “enhanced self-esteem” and “assured self-confidence”. Liu (2022) adds to this, 
indicating that when learners lack confidence, they may not perform well in formal assessments. With this 
idea of the importance of self-confidence being raised repeatedly, it should be given adequate attention and 
be referred to in the teaching and learning of an additional language.  
 
CONFIDENCE IN THE PLC  
 
Within this study, the PLC (NCCA, 2019a) was examined under the lens of confidence and its associated 
factors. Within the oral language strand, confidence is mentioned in the  following ways for fifth and sixth 
class. 

 

TABLE 1: PLC's (NCCA, 2019a) oral language learning outcomes with confidence mentioned 

Building a child’s confidence is not an uncommon goal in curriculum design, although some specific goals that 
focus on confidence are more obvious than others. Ó Duibhir and Cummins (2012) mention both Canada and 
Wales as some examples of this. Alberta in Canada’s programme anticipates for students to develop their 
sense of confidence through the entirety of their schooling, while the Welsh curriculum mentions goals such 
as being able to “express an opinion”, something that would be difficult to do without some element of 
confidence having been developed (Ó Duibhir & Cummins, 2012, p. 139). A comparison can also be made 
between the previous Irish curriculum and the one currently in use. For example, the fifth- and sixth-class 
section of the previous 1999 Gaeilge curriculum only mentions confidence in relation to spelling, within the  

Quote Translation 

“teanga a úsáid go muiníneach chun oibriú i 
bpáirt le daoine eile” (NCCA, 2019a, p. 24). 

Language used confidently to work in collaboration with 
other people. 
  

“Riachtanais, tuairimí, agus roghanna pearsanta 
a chur in iúl agus iarratais a dhéanamh go ne-
amhspléach agus go muiníneach” (NCCA, 
2019a, p. 25). 

To inform of needs, opinions and personal choices and 
requests to be made independently and confidently. 
  

“Cur síos, tuar agus machnamh a dhéanamh ar 
ghníomhartha, imeachtaí agus próisis a bhaine-
ann le comhthéacsanna réalaíocha agus sam-
hlaíocha ag úsáid teanga go muin-
íneach” (NCCA, 2019a, p. 25). 

Description, prediction and reflection to be done about 
actions, events and processes in relation to realistic and 
imaginary contexts using language confidently. 
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writing strand for English-medium schools (DES). However, there was a section focused on competence and 
confidence for schools with Irish as their primary language (DES, 1999, p. 133). Consequently, it can be argued 
that there has been development in this area as progress and change can be seen. And, as confidence is 
mentioned in a wide variety of curricula, it is a factor that is being kept in mind in the process of creating 
guides for teaching and learning. This is furthered when attention is given to language learning theorists such 
as Krashen (1984) who argues that confidence plays a central role in absorbing a language (Shao et al., 2013). 
As a step forward from this, it would be interesting to conduct research to investigate if these goals are being 
achieved and to what extent. If it is not monitored, there will be a serious gap created in the Irish education 
system and its responsibility to ensure that the aims of language learning are being met. 

Pedagogies: Play and CLIL 
 
The PLC (NCCA, 2019a) recommends the use of “active, interactive and enjoyable language-learning 
experiences” (p. 18). This is evident in the support material for teachers provided, which contains a list of 
ways to encourage language development for all ages (NCCA, 2019b). Games can be used to generate 
motivation in the students in a general sense across the school day (Kennedy et al., 2023). Games play an 
integral role in many classrooms during Irish time. This is something that students have been recorded finding 
engaging, as seen in the Children’s School Lives (CSL) study: 
 

Deir O’Gradaigh’…It’s fun…It’s like Simon says but it’s harder…It’s done in Irish…You get confused 
when she says lámha suas, lámha síos, lámha amach agus isteach… Then it gets harder. It gets harder 
and faster (Martinez Sainz et al., 2023, p. 15). 
 

As well as this, the CSL study provides an interesting insight into one teacher’s apprehension to using games 
overly in their classroom, fearful of parental perceptions if they are seen to be ‘just’ playing games (Martinez 
Sainz et al., 2023). Students of a variety of ages during the CSL study indicated that they enjoyed it when their 
teachers used a playful approach when it came to learning in the classroom, with multiple students 
mentioning participating in activities in groups (Devine et al., 2023). Another pedagogy that has been 
recommended for the teaching of Irish is CLIL (Dunne, 2020). This involves using Irish as the medium of 
communication in order to teach and learn another subject. When using the CLIL approach, it is 
recommended that teachers select subjects in which they would be comfortable communicating through Irish 
(NCCA, 2019a, p. 41). The CSL study indicates that Irish is a subject that 75% of one sample of teachers ‘enjoy 
often/a lot’, indicating that a high proportion of teachers would feel comfortable in using Irish outside its own 
lesson time (Martinez Sainz et al., 2023). Any subject could be used in order to carry out the CLIL approach. 
For example, the support material for this curriculum recommends roleplay or drama as a way to encourage 
communication so a teacher may select drama as a fun and engaging subject in order to encourage students 
(NCCA, 2019b). A report on the PLC (NCCA, 2019a) mentions that this curriculum has been created with 
opportunity for “more innovative approaches to teaching Irish, e.g. CLIL” in mind (Dunne, 2020, p. 6). CLIL can 
be a way of motivating students to participate, which would lead to their self-confidence to develop as they 
find success. Both of these pedagogies would be interesting areas to explore as a way to develop confidence 
in students’ spoken Irish. 
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METHODOLOGY 

This study was done through a case study approach by speaking with both sixth-class students and their class 
teacher. Sixth-class was selected as the focus of this study due to being the class group with the most 
experience of learning Irish in a primary school. The sample was chosen randomly so to avoid any biases and 
to provide varied responses. A semi-structured interview with the class teacher and a focus group with the 
child participants were conducted to collect data. The teacher’s perspective was included so as to provide 
additional context from an outsider perspective with understanding in this area. Having gained consent and 
assent of participants and receiving ethical approval through my institutional ethics committee, the following 
participants were selected for the study (any identifying features have been removed and the student 
participants chose their own pseudonyms):  
 

 
TABLE 2: Participant overview 
 
Interviews were selected because of how they allow for participants to share their personal opinions on a 
subject (Cohen et al., 2007). Semi-structured interviews were chosen as they provide an element of 
“flexibility” (Cohen et al., 2007, p. 128). This was imperative for this study as it is based on participants’ own 
lived experience and semi-structured interviews allowed for discussion to take place which was guided by 
what was said by participants. A focus group was selected for the students as it is a method recommended 
when collecting qualitative data with child participants (Adler et al., 2019). This was particularly relevant for 
this study as the researcher was known to some children prior to this so steps had to be taken in order to limit 
any potential power imbalance (Adler et al., 2019). The informal environment was designed to encourage the 
sharing of experiences, and the group element was to also help put child participants at ease and allow for the 
flow and building of conversation. A loop card game was used to provide the questions which the students 
then discussed together. Following the data collection, the data was thematically-analysed. 

As mentioned previously, there was the risk for a power imbalance between the researcher and the child 
participants. In order to combat this, careful consideration was given to the setup of the data collection and 
the researcher met with the students multiple times prior to the focus group. Efforts were taken to prevent 
biases from impacting the study as much as possible, but it was impossible to ensure that the study was 
completely unaffected. This topic was selected as a special interest of the researcher. The researcher was 
aware of this and tried to ensure that their personal biases did not impact the research. This was done by 
having others read over interview and focus group questions and being mindful of how they reacted or 
behaved during the data collection process as not to consciously influence participants. 
 

Teacher Participant Student Participants 

• Teacher  
 
They has been teaching for nine years, majority 
of which has been at the senior level. 

• Ariana 

• Britney 
• Justin 

• Taylor 
• Tom 
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This study did face some limitations due to the timeframe. Due to this, this study could act as springboard or 
beginning point for further research into this area and could be replicated on a much larger scale in order to 
get a more accurate picture of sixth-class students’ self-confidence in their spoken Irish. 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

A common topic across both the interview and the focus group was the use of games. During the interview 
with the class teacher, she mentioned that she includes many different strategies in order to add a ‘fun’ 
element to her teaching. This is to motivate students. She makes use of popular games such as ‘Deir Ó 
Grádaigh’ (Simon Says) as well as activities on the interactive whiteboard via the school’s chosen textbook. 
The students during their focus group also made significant reference to the use of games during Irish lessons, 
mentioning similar games to what was discussed by their class teacher. Some mentioned specific games they 
enjoy such as “Casaigí” (Turn) and “Chuaigh mé go dtí an siopa agus cheannaigh mé” (I went to the shop and I 
bought). However, some said they found some to be “boring”, and others mentioned that they liked 
“whatever games [they] do” (Britney; Ariana; Britney; Justin). This suggests that every student will have a 
different learning style and will require this variation to be met in order to best support the students’ learning. 
If this is met and the students can feel comfortable in their learning, a sense of confidence can grow due to 
success, leading to further success in language learning. This feeling of being comfortable after playing games 
in a range of contexts, whether inside or outside Irish lessons, was mentioned by a child participant with 
games leaving students feeling “positive and happy” going into learning time (Taylor). This comfortability and 
lack of anxiety will allow for the students to learn more effectively, such as during an Irish lesson (Krashen, 
1984). 
 

In a similar way to CLIL which will be discussed later in this article, the students discussed both their 
enjoyment of games within lessons as well as how it is beneficial for them to learn through the use of games. 
During playful language learning, the teacher suggested that the students take information in “faster” as well 
as developing their skills in a variety of areas such as memory and teamwork. This comment on the fast pace 
was reinforced by Taylor who explained that, by only having a limited timeframe to learn the rules of the 
game in order to play, the students “end up learning the words in Irish or like how to say that line in Irish 
really quickly”. By using games during Irish lessons, it can be argued that the potentially ‘heavy’ feeling of a 
formal lesson is lowered, at least in relation to the focus being on a student’s individual ability, especially if 
being part of a team. Britney mentions competitiveness being an invited change from a “boring” area, 
something that may again decrease stress levels, depending on the student. 
 
The teacher also mentioned that the levels of participation in lessons improve when games are being used.  

They’re all mad to do the games because a) I think it gets them out of reading, writing; b) they actually 
do enjoy it and they’re a very competitive class anyway so they do enjoy that side of it (Teacher). 

 
By both the teacher and the students explaining that playing games during lessons encourages participation, it 
suggests that play is a useful method in helping to develop students further in their skills and competencies. 
The PLC (NCCA, 2019a) recommends “active, interactive and enjoyable language-learning experiences”, 
something that is being replicated within this case study (p. 18). This type of learning environment encourages 
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students to be active and take part which further develops their confidence as success occurs, therefore 
enabling further success in their language learning. 
 

CLIL is the use of another language in order to teach or engage with another subject area. While this can be 
used on a larger scale, it could also be implemented in a smaller scale, such as the way the students 
mentioned their memory of participating in a drama based on Toy Story, but through Irish. This CLIL approach 
was only mentioned during the students’ focus group. While the students displayed an obvious enjoyment of 
the activity, it was clear that their ability in Irish was also developed at the same time. By using a topic that 
was very familiar to the students, they were at ease and felt that the work was doable for them. This can be 
connected to Krashen’s (1984) AFH as, when anxiety levels are low for the learner, their learning becomes 
more affective (Shao et al., 2013). With drama being the mentioned example during the focus group, it will be 
used as a way of demonstrating the benefits that could be gained from its use with the CLIL approach. 
Interestingly, the results of the CSL study named drama as a subject which over half of senior-end students 
feel both ‘interested’ and ‘happy’ in (Martinez Sainz et al., 2023). If this is linked to Krashen’s (1984) theories 
of language acquisition, specifically in terms of his AFH due to the reported low amounts of feeling ‘worried’, 
the benefits of conducting the CLIL approach with drama is evident.  

The theory and research supports this alongside the clear enthusiasm and approval of the students, as seen 
by one student saying that doing the play in another language “actually nearly made it more fun so it was 
really fun” (Taylor). One participant, Tom, took it a step further by explaining that their perfect Irish lesson 
would be similar to this drama one with a change to where the students would create their own small plays in 
groups before sharing to the class. Another student recalled a time where they encountered a parent and 
child speaking in Irish to one another locally, in an area where English is the predominant language. Following 
this, they wondered if it would be possible if they could “speak in Irish properly for like a whole day” (Ariana). 
This eagerness is something that could be used to developing their self-confidence further through motivation 
and engagement and by leading them to success. 

CONCLUSION 

This study aimed to explore sixth-class students and teachers’ perspectives of students’ self-confidence in 
speaking Irish with motivation and engagement acting as indicators.  This study identified Krashen’s (1984) 
AFH as a key principle of language learning which provided the basis for this research. This theory suggests 
that factors such as a lack of self-confidence can hinder progress in learning a language (Krashen, 1984). This 
is significant to this study as the PLC (NCCA, 2019a) aims to help children become “confident 
communicators” (p. 15). This is a shift following the 1999 curriculum which does not have focus on developing 
confidence in students. Play and CLIL were selected as pedagogical approaches that support students’ self-
confidence due to how they include engagement and motivation. The students were clearly motivated by 
engaging and playful experiences such as those encouraged through CLIL and play. Overall, sixth-class 
students’ self-confidence in their spoken Irish was encouraged and developed through the use of these 
pedagogies by encouraging engagement and providing motivation to learn and develop, and could be taken a 
step further to continue to develop their confidence. 
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One recommendation stemming from this study is its call for repetition on a larger scale. This study was 
conducted on a small scale allowing for a more in-depth analysis of the participants’ answers as well as due to 
limitations due to aspects such as timeframe and availability. While it did provide interesting and valuable 
insights, a larger sample size would allow for a more comprehensive analysis that could be used as a more 
accurate representation of this population as a whole. This study can be used as a springboard and guide for 
further research into this area. Due to the insightfulness of the participants’ responses, a larger scale of this 
research could be carried out. As well as this, another edition of this study could be carried out as the PLC 
(NCCA, 2019a) is in place for a longer period of time. By the school year of 2027 to 2028, the students in sixth 
class will have undergone their learning of Irish as a primary language entirely under the guidance of the PLC 
(NCCA, 2019a). Research with this particular cohort of students, alongside their class teachers for further 
insight, would be extremely interesting. 
 

Another recommendation from this study relates to the provision of continuous professional development 
into how to meet the new goals in language learning in primary school. This study has explored the significant 
change which was brought by the PLC (NCCA, 2019a): teachers are expected to teach students to be confident 
users of language. This is a significant jump from the 1999 curriculum which only mentions confidence once 
(DES, 1999). This significant change in aims points towards a need for further support for teachers in 
implementing the PLC (NCCA, 2019a). If this is not provided, there is a risk for student’s outcomes to suffer by 
them not fully achieving the goals that have been laid out for them in primary school, potentially having a 
further impact on them in later life. 
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